
��9Women in fisheries in Bangladesh: level of involvement and scope for enhancement

Women in Fisheries in banGladesh: 
leVel oF inVolVement and sCope

For enhanCement

s. halim
Department of Sociology

University of Dhaka

Dhaka-1000, Bangladesh

sadeka@bangla.net

m.K. ahmed
Department of Fisheries

University of Dhaka

Dhaka-1000, Bangladesh

kawser_du@yahoo.com

Abstract

Small-scale aquaculture development is increasingly considered as a means by 
which the livelihoods of the poor, including women, can be improved. The 
present study focused on the involvement of women in fish production in five 
projects sponsored by the Department for International Development (DFID) 
UK, in Bangladesh, under the Support of the University Fisheries Education and 
Research (SUFER) Project. The findings revealed that most of the projects 
involved men as full-time workers while women’s role remained in most cases 
insignificant and gender equity was overlooked. Nevertheless, women in three 
projects were directly or indirectly engaged in activities such as making fish 
nets and gear, preparing fish feed, fish processing, digging ponds and sorting 
of fingerlings. Women in some areas were also found to be catching, transporting 
and marketing fish. Although their contribution to income has increased, their 
role in decision making in the family has not increased significantly. This 
decision-making role though has slightly increased in such matters as purchase, 
lease or sale of land, sharecropping, changes in occupation, marriage and 
children’s education. 

Introduction

bangladesh is experiencing feminization of its labor force. this is quite visible from the 
increase in female labor force participation in the export-oriented sector. Fisheries is the 
second largest subsector in agriculture in bangladesh and more than 1.2 million people are 
engaged in it, which ranks second highest in export earnings. Fish provide 63% of the animal 
protein consumption. inland aquaculture, together with coastal shrimp culture, accounted 
for 40% of the total production during 1990-2000 (hasan 2001). the fish production in 
bangladesh involves both men and women. Women are important productive workers in the 
world economy. in fishing communities, they also play an important role. the development 
of the fisheries sector is vital in the enhancement of production and economic well-being of 
the people of bangladesh.
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in some developing countries, such as Ghana and the philippines, and in certain areas in 
india, thailand, sri lanka, Cuba and most of West africa, there are probably as many women 
engaged in fisheries as men. in shrimp farming activities, women help empty the nets and sort 
the catch. they gut, clean and sell the fresh fish at the beach, and handle all the processing, 
which includes smoking, salting, drying, fermenting or a combination of these. For example, 
in tombo, sierra leone, 75% of the village women are directly involved in fish processing 
(Fao, n.d.).

in many developing and developed countries with an export-oriented fishing industry, it is 
the women who work as low-paid laborers in the processing lines to sort and pack shrimp 
and to dress fish for canning and freezing. management and supervision are very much a 
male preserve. in some countries, fish marketing forms the greatest single source of income 
for women. in some places, such as Cape Verde, women are responsible for all the marketing 
stages, starting from landing of fish to vending. in latin america and the Caribbean, women 
handle most of retailing. a look at the Fao (1990) report on the organization of fish marketing 
in madras fishing harbor gives a good idea of the various marketing activities performed 
by women in india. Women can be auctioneers, retailers, trash fish vendors and dealers for 
export (Fao 1990).

in bangladesh, fishing is the most important occupation in the non-farm sector, but only 3% 
of the total female population of bangladesh is involved in fisheries as a primary occupation 
(bbs 1996). the role of women in fisheries encompasses social and economic tasks both 
within and outside the family (sultana et al. 2001). Various studies conducted in bangladesh 
showed that 43% of rural women contribute to agriculture and fisheries-related activities 
as secondary and tertiary occupations, besides performing their household responsibilities 
(shelly and Costa 2001). rural women also contributed to seasonal fish drying, an occupation 
that was largely restricted to them. they spent a major part of the day doing household chores. 
some were involved simultaneously in fisheries-related work. also, women’s involvement 
in income-generating activities to supplement the family income enabled their husbands to 
work elsewhere (shelly and Costa 2001).

While fishing is traditionally perceived to be a full-time occupation of men, the involvement 
of women is also significant, although seldom acknowledged adequately. along with men, 
women are engaged in activities such as making fishing nets, repairing and maintaining 
other fishing equipment, sorting of fingerlings, processing, transportation and marketing 
of fish. Women in bangladesh are also involved in aquaculture production and cage/pen 
culture activities in floodplain beels (marshy lands). they play a crucial role in aquaculture in 
bangladesh and in many southeast asian countries. For example, in Cambodia, higher yields 
are obtained from fishponds managed mainly by women. in thailand and China, women 
often bear the sole responsibility of aquaculture production, because of male migration to 
cities. however, women’s contribution is often unrecognized and the actual extent of the 
benefits from their involvement in such activities is seldom acknowledged or assessed. this is 
quite disheartening because small-scale aquaculture development is increasingly considered 
as a means by which the livelihood of the poor, including women, could be addressed in a 
substantive way.

For women, the inability to access property, especially land, is a major problem in terms 
of participation in economic activities. it could be pointed out that policymakers do not 
take rural women’s absence of right to land into consideration. policymakers assume that 
male members in the family would allow their womenfolk to use the land. research findings, 
however, show that many women are handicapped in agricultural and forestry programs 
where land is required to become participants (agarwal 1992; halim 2000).

in bangladesh, socioeconomic changes triggered by the increasing rates of landlessness and 
an unequal access to development benefits have affected and influenced the lives of the rural 
poor and women significantly. all the development plans of the Government of bangladesh 
(Gob) tried to involve women in different types of income-generating activities. the Fourth 
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Five-year plan (1990-1995) used terms like “gender” and adopted the objectives of Women in 
development policy which included increasing their participation in public decision making, 
raising productivity and income, improving nutrition and health, reducing population growth, 
infant and maternal mortality, and the male-female literacy gap, and ensuring the participation 
of the “poorer 50%” in development. the platform for action emphasizes the strategy of 
gender mainstreaming to ensure gender equity in government policies and programs. many 
rural women are involved in various project-based activities, including those on fisheries.

Methodology

this paper focuses on women’s involvement in fish production and assesses the involvement 
of women by reviewing five projects in bangladesh sponsored by dFid, bangladesh. the 
study areas were norshinghdi, bhairab (Cage Culture project), tangail (Conservation of small 
indigenous species [sis]), Cox’s bazar (Fish drying project), netrokona (beel management 
project) and panchagarh (the potential for self-recruiting species [srs] in aquaculture project). 
the goals of all these five projects were aimed at addressing issues related to sustainable 
livelihoods for the poor.

the findings presented in this paper are based on case studies, focus group discussions (FGd) 
and semi-structured interviews. a total of eight FGd sessions, conducted by researchers and 
research assistants, were organized to provide in-depth information on economic and social 
issues and women’s involvement in projects.

a total of 67 semi-structured interviews were conducted in 5 project areas. all the women 
respondents came from the fisheries communities and some were direct participants in 
the project. these respondents were selected purposively and the interviews were mostly 
unstructured. the interviewer developed a mental checklist covering a broad framework for 
the inquiry. the primary focus of these interviews was to collect information on women’s 
involvement, socio-cultural barriers, economic situation and whether they have any 
organizational support.

Results and Discussion

Women’s involvement in Support of the University Fisheries
Education and Research projects

It could be said that in projects where women were participating, they were mere observers. 
They were hardly allowed to participate in the project design and planning. They were not 
given any central role in defining the project design, in identifying problems which women 
might encounter and in providing possible solutions to these problems. External operators 
were there to facilitate, listen and respond. Women did not participate in the conservation of 
the SIS project in Tangail (see Table 1). Women did not play the same role in the five Support 
of the University Fisheries Education and Research (SUFER) projects.

Table 1. Participation of women in the fiveSUFER projects.

District Frequency %

Cox's Bazar 19 28.4

Panchagar 21 31.3

Norshingdi 16 23.9

Netrokona 11 16.4

Tangail 0 0

Total 67 100.0
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Gender diagnosis of the DFID SUFER projects: missing gender concern

Gender equity was overlooked in all the five projects. the projects were designed to involve 
the community; however, many development planners recruited household heads, which 
were mostly men, as participants. the projects did not take into account the role women play 
in agriculture and in fish production. the project design did not provide any gender-sensitive 
guidelines and failed to address the traditionally important role of women in assisting their 
male counterparts in various fish-related activities.

Socioeconomic background of women in the project area 

more than 50% of the participants belonged to the bottom layer of the economic category 
of households in rural bangladesh. there were also participants from the poorest of the 
poor category. table 2 shows that 35.8% of the respondents came from poor families, while 
another 22.4% from extremely poor families. these women mentioned that their economic 
independence was limited by the fact that they did not possess valuable assets or land. it 
could be argued that control over any form of assets will lead women to have wider access to 
economic, social and political power. there were some participants from the middle-income 
category. regarding the classification of economic category, we have followed the subjective 
identification. in table 2, the respondents themselves have identified the economic status of 
their households against other households in their neighborhood.

Table 2. Economic category of women respondents’ 
households in the DFID SUFER projects. 

Category Frequency %

Upper middle 7 10.5

Middle 10 14.9

Lower middle 11 16.4

Poor 24 35.8

Extremely poor 15 22.4

Total 67 100.0

table 3 depicts the number of years that women were involved in the fisheries projects. more 
than 50% of the respondents were involved for one or less than one year. the number of 
women involved in fisheries activities was dependent on the seasons. their involvement 
hinged on the nature of the project with the majority (35.8%) engaging themselves in project 
activities during the monsoon season (table 4).

Table 3. Duration of involvement in the project activities.

Duration Frequency %

Less than 1 year 28 41.8

1 year 22 32.8

2 years 4 6.0

3 years 11 16.4

Not available 2 3.0

Total 67 100.0
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Table 4. Women’s involvement in SUFER projects during the different seasons.

Season No. of women %

Monsoon (June-August) 24 35.8

Winter (November-January) 10 14.9

Summer (March-May) 14 20.9

Not available 19 28.4

Total 67 100.0

Women in some areas, such as panchagarh, Cox’s bazar and norsinghdi, were directly 
involved in the fisheries projects. For instance, in the cage fisheries project in norsinghdi, 
women operated 6 out of 20 cages. although both women and men were involved in the cage 
fisheries project, their responsibilities were different. For example, it was the women who 
prepared food for the fish, while the men only took the feed to the cages by boat. therefore, 
stereotypical gender division of labor was being practiced. these norms were only challenged 
when women had no male members in the family to support them in such activities. table 5 
indicates the number of respondents from female-headed households.

Table 5. Head of households involved in SUFER projects. 

Head Frequency %

Male 59 88.1

Female 8 11.9

Total 67 100.0

only one woman, a widow, was supplying food to her cage. Women in the cage fisheries 
project were also responsible for the safety of the fish. it was possible for them to keep guard 
because the cages were located just beside their homestead. however, women participants 
faced some problems in collecting fish food. Fish food like kolapata (banana leaves) and 
naillapata shaowla (algae) had to be collected at the vicinity or from the river. the shomaj 
(society) looked down on women who collected fish food from the river. they usually spent 3-
4 hours feeding the fish in the cages. however, women reported that for this task they received 
lower wages than the men. Women identified marketing of fish as the major problem. they 
were prohibited from selling their own products in the local market. thus, the fish had to be 
sold through the men. the other factor was the market and price control of fish exercised by 
the local middlepersons. a mechanism that would enable the fishermen and fisherwomen 
participating in the projects to obtain a fair price for their fish has not been developed. 

the srs project in panchagarh involved women to a certain degree as equal partners with the 
men participants. the Fish drying project in Cox’s bazar also involved women quite effectively. 
here, they worked for 2 hours in the morning and 3 hours in the afternoon. Women and men 
received equal wages, which was tk1 100 a day. in this project, all the women participants 
were from the minority buddhist rakhaing community. these indigenous women reported 
that during the rainy season, they failed to get a profitable price for the dried fish. they did 
not know how to overcome the unavoidable losses and they had no financial strength to 
cover them. these women would like the local market to take into account the impact of rain 
and other natural calamities on the production cost of drying fish. 

some problems identified by women respondents from Cox’s bazar are as follows:
•	 many women lacked technical skills and basic understanding on ecological and biological 

requirements of the commercial fish culture system; those are crucial in many cases to the 
success of commercial fish farmers.

�  Tk or Taka, unit of currency where � Bangladesh Taka is approximately equal to 0.0�� US $, or � US$ is equivalent to ��.� Tk (February �00�).
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•	 there is no separate space in the local market for indigenous women to sell their 
products.

• most of the women had no access to capital; they therefore demanded more financial 
assistance to enable them to generate extra income from other activities in order to 
supplement the household income.

• indigenous women living on khas land (wasteland) did not feel secure since they were 
often threatened by powerful local groups belonging to other communities, and therefore 
they demanded their own “settled land”.

• Women worked with bare hands which were sometimes injured by fish bones; these 
injuries interfere with their household chores.

in Cox’s bazar, women were involved in the post-larvae nursing activities. Women’s 
responsibilities were to prepare the feed for the post-larvae and to nurture them for a certain 
period. in the beginning, it was difficult to involve women; however, the project officials 
included women in meetings with their families. subsequently, women were keen to 
participate.

Women members of the beel management project in netrokona had not been treated as 
equal participants alongside their male counterparts. these women were members of the 
various nongovernmental organizations (nGo) in the locality and were involved in various 
income-generating activities. their participation in nGo activities has exposed these women 
to the outside world. according to them, this opportunity could bring meaningful changes to 
their lives. they reported that they made fish nets and sold these in the local market and were 
able to make economic contributions to the family.

Impact on women’s livelihood status

table 6 shows the use of women’s income for various purposes. about 80% of the respondents 
allocated their income on food and clothes for household members; 34% on educational 
expenditures for their children; 8% on health care. only 1% had the capacity to save some 
money. if women were given more opportunities to participate in income-generating activities 
like fisheries they would be in a position to improve the overall standard of living of the 
household. Furthermore, employment in fish-related activities was seasonal (see table 4). 

Table 6. Use of women’s earnings.

Sector Frequency %

Food for household member 51 79.7

Clothes for household member 52 81.3

Education 22 34.4

Occasional luxury for women and children 13 20.3

Petty cash formation 1 1.6

Health expenditure 5 7.8

Total* 144 225.0

* The total in columns 2 and 3 will not be 67 and 100, respectively, due to multiple responses.

table 7 reflects the level of economic hardship experienced by the respondents’ families 
dependent on fisheries-related activities. about 80% of the respondents’ family belonged to 
the “low hardship” category. however, it should be noted that low hardship does not imply 
that they are in an advantageous economic position. table 7 provides only a subjective reality 
of the economic situation. 
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Table 7. Level of economic hardship.

Economic hardship Frequency %

Low 53 79.1

High 10 14.9

None 4 6.0

Total 67 100.0

to improve their cash situation further, some women took credit from various sources. table 
8 depicts the credit situation of women in fishing communities. it shows that only 13% (8 
out of 67) of the total respondents have taken credit. among them, 62.5% arranged for a 
credit limit of tk 3,000-5,000; 12% had a credit limit of less than tk 3,000 and only 25% 
took an amount of tk 5,001-10,000. semi-structured interviews revealed that 19.4% of the 
women had taken credit from nGos, 32.8% had no access to credit (47.8% did not provide 
a response).

Table 8. Distribution of credit taken by respondents.

Amount (in Tk) Frequency %

Less than 3000 1 12.5

3,000 – 5,000 5 62.5

5,001 – 10,000 2 25.0

Total 8 100

Discrimination in the wage rate

in rural bangladesh, women faced serious discriminatory practices in terms of wages for 
similar types of work done by men and women. the male employers in rural areas perceive 
that women put in less effort for the same work than their male counterparts. however, this 
argument is far from the reality. the practice of unequal wages is shown in table 9. more than 
50% of the women respondents who participated in the labor market said that they faced wage 
discrimination. the FGd findings in table 9 also confirmed the unequal wage distribution. 
the amount of salary per day per labor depicts the extent of the wage discrimination (see 
tables 10 and 11). the lowest wage rate for male labor was tk 40 whereas for female labor it 
was tk 25, which means there was a 37.5% difference. the mean wage rate also confirmed 
this differential practice. the mean wage for male labor was tk 71 per day whereas for female 
labor, it was tk 52.75.

Table 9. Wage discrimination faced by women.

Response Frequency %

Yes 36 53.7

No 4 6.0

Do not work as wage earners 27 40.3

Total 67 100.0
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Table 10. Wage distribution for men (per day).*

Wage (in Tk) Frequency %

40 2 5.0

50 14 35.0

60 8 20.0

80 1 2.5

100 15 37.5

Total 40 100.0

*Mean wage was Tk 71/day.

Table 11. Wage distribution for women (per day).*

Wage (in Tk) Frequency %

25 8 20.0

30 7 17.5

40 4 10.0

50 2 5.0

60 13 32.5

100 3 7.5

120 3 7.5

Total 40 100.0

*Mean wage was Tk 52.75/day.

Control over resources

in rural bangladesh, women were being deprived of their rights over economic resources. 
although this situation is slowly changing, the respondents in the study area mentioned that 
they had very little control over household economic resources, including their own income. 
table 12 shows that 74.6% had limited control of their income, 17.9% significant control, 
and 3% no control.

Table 12. Extent of women’s control over their income.

Extent of control Frequency %

None 50 74.6

Limited 2 3.0

Significant 12 17.9

Not available 3 4.5

Total 67 100.0

although women’s contribution to family income has increased, their role in decision making 
in the family has not increased commensurately. the positive aspect of the change is that 
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women now have a slightly larger role in decision making in family affairs. unfortunately, 
very little of this ability finds expression in major decisions such as on the purchase, lease 
or sale of land, sharecropping, changes in occupation, marriage and children’s education. 
some women did not have the power or the freedom to spend their earned income; but 
they nevertheless preferred to work outside, ignoring social and religious barriers. Women 
who were direct participants in projects felt that their position in the family as well as in the 
community was better than that of women not involved in the project.

Women’s workload

table 13 shows women’s involvement in the project activities: 43% spent 2-4 hours/day; 10%, 
more than 7 hours/day. the FGd findings showed that despite women’s involvement in the 
fish production-related activities outside the house, they still had to carry out their routine 
household chores. this has led to a net increase of their total workload. the increasing 
shortage of drinking water, fuel wood and biomass has also added to their workload. if they 
failed to prepare meals on time, their husbands would usually harass them.

Table 13. Time spent (per day) in the project activities by women respondents.

Time (in hours) Frequency %

Less than 2 hours 23 34.3

2- 4 hours 29 43.3

5-7 hours 5 7.5

7 hours + 7 10.4

Not available 3 4.5

Total 67 100.0

Social and cultural aspects and organizational support

the project areas were considered as socially conservative areas. Women were most deprived 
in the community. participants in the projects constitute muslim, hindu and indigenous 
women (for example, in Cox’s bazar). however, these encountered different cultural barriers. 
the indigenous women had few socio-religious barriers with regard to fish-based activities. 
in the hindu communities, for example in the netrokona beel management project, women 
were not encouraged to work outside by their menfolk. however, these types of negative 
attitudes did not stop poor women from seeking outside employment.

the prevailing social and cultural norms prevented women from having a public role. therefore, 
in the study areas, there was no such incidence of women collectively protesting against wage 
discrimination. the FGd women participants in the various project areas mentioned that 
they had little means to seek for justice to violence or other forms of abuse. most were taken 
as beneficiaries but not as active participants. in the netrokona beel management project, 
women pointed out that the political leaders in the committee deprived them of a share of 
the fish during the harvesting season.

Policy Recommendations

this paper argues that if women are given access to critical resources, such as land, and 
are part of the planning, design and management process, the efficiency, profitability and 
sustainability of fish production will be enhanced, and their socioeconomic and political 
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status will be upgraded. the following suggestions are offered to help enhance women’s 
participation in fish-related projects: 
•	 Develop gender-sensitive project design and planning in consultation with women.
•	 Provide training and information on fish-related activities.
•	 Make market information and complex marketing mechanisms accessible to trainees and rural 

women.
•	 Give women access to own property, and use of existing resources in the family.
•	 Use the most effective didactic approach (training, briefing, weekly consultation, one-on-one 

discussion with the participants) for information dissemination.
•	 Identify relevant documentation and training materials; clearly present information to ensure 

productive discussion of gender issues.
•	 Review outcome of this exercise and upgrade training materials, as necessary.
•	 Establish appropriate monitoring mechanisms to measure the impact of training on improved 

performance.

active participation in projects by women and men requires changes in project implementation 
procedures. in many parts of the world, women have less access to education than men. in 
addition, women are less likely to be exposed to information because of various barriers. 
even where efforts are given by the planners to integrate women in development activities, 
such as through participation in meetings, domestic responsibilities often prevent them from 
attending. if they are asked to attend mixed meetings comprising men and women, the latter 
generally take a back seat, because they feel socially constrained against speaking out. effective 
consultations with women often require house-to-house interview, separate meetings in small 
groups, rather than in large meetings.

the capacity of women to be involved in such participatory processes requires changes in the 
ways in which participatory consultations are conducted. issues include not only logistical 
problems but also the more fundamental problems relating to differences between men’s and 
women’s perceptions of personal and family issues. For women especially, they have often to 
choose between personal goals and family welfare. Women participants should be given the 
chance to “speak their minds”.

it is important that projects develop monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to continuously 
assess progress. it is also important to ensure that different gender-related safeguards are 
operating as envisioned. in this context, it is essential that responsibility for the implementation 
and enforcement of safeguards be given to a gender-aware project officer.
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